In the present contribution the Latin word littera is anylazed from the point of view of etymology. First, the previous relevant etymological attempts are discussed. If none of them is convincing enough to exclude doubts, a new etymology is proposed. It is based on supposition that the script may also be named according to material, here namely "linen cloth", really used in the ancient Mediterranean world. A source of Latin littera could be Greek acc.sg. *līta "linen cloth", mediated to Romans via Etruscans, adding the plural in -er-.
Variants and the internal reconstruction:
1.1. The Latin term littera is known first from the comedy Tarentilla [verse 79] by cum alio cantat, at tamen alii suo dat digito litteras. "As though she were playing at ball, give-and-take in a ring, she makes herself common property to all men. To one she nods, at another she winks; one she caresses, another embraces. Now elsewhere a hand is kept busy; now she jerks another's foot. To one she gives her ring to look at, to another her lips blow a kiss that invites. She sings a song with one; but waves a message for another with her finger." 1 "Tossing from hand to hand in a ring of players like a ball, she gives herself and makes herself common. She embraces one, nods to another, and her hand is occupied with yet another, she pinches the foot of another, gives to another a ring to look at, calls another by blowing a kiss, sings with another, and to still others gives signals with her finger." 2 In a similar sense "script, scripture, writing, letter / Schrift, Schriftstück, Schreiben, Brief", although with a rather metaphorical value, and with the geminate, the word was also used by "Or, because she may affirm that the letter has been brought from abroad, there is not to be even any letter in the house, nor so much as a waxed tablet; and if there is any useless picture, let her sell it; if she does not part with it, within four days from the time when she has received the money of you, let it be considered as your own; you to burn it if you like; so that she may have no wax, with which she may be able to make a letter." (Persson 1917: p. 131) .
The parallel situation is known from the epigraphic evidence, where both, -tt-and -t-occur:
Geminated (2010) analyzes the conditions allowing the vacillation V̄T ~ V̆TT. He concludes, the rule V̄T → V̆TT is valid, if V is a high vowel and T a voiceless stop. This means that the primary starting-point of the analyzed forms should be *lītera.
1.3. In Latin the process of monophthongisation *ei̯ > *ẹ̄ > *ī was completed around 150 BCE, although the spelling ei for ī (and even ı̆) was still applied in the first centuries CE (Leumann & Hofmann 1928: pp. 76-78, §57) (Persson 1917: p. 131; Leumann & Hofmann 1928: p. 78 ). In the inscription documented in CIL I 2 , 1430, ivnone seispitei matri, there are three various realisations of the diphthong *ei̯ (cf. Leumann & Hofmann 1928: p. 270, §189a; Kent 1946: p. 40, §251; Tronskij 2001: p. 169, §358) . 3.1. There were various techniques of writing. Besides engraving or carving, usually on stone or wood, the letters were also painted, e.g. on cloth, papyrus, skin, bark or bast. And these materials could inspire new designations of writing or letters. A fitting example occurs in Germanic: Gothic boka 'γράμμα', i.e. "letter", pl. bokos 'βίβλος, βιβλιόν, γράμματα', i.e. "written document, book", Old Saxon bōk "writing-tablet", Old High German buoh "book, script, scripture, letter" etc., all from Germanic *bōk(j)ō-"beech" (Lehmann 1986: p. 77; Kroonen 2013: p. 71) . Perhaps Balkan Gothic is a source of South Slavic *buky "letter", pl. "book, written document", mediated via Church Slavonic into East Slavic (see the discussion by Pronk-Tiethoff 2013: pp. 80-82) . The Romans designated their books as liber [from Plautus], whose primary meaning was "bark of a tree", confirmed by cognates in other Indo-European branches: Albanian labë "rind, cork", Prussian lubbo "bast, plank, shelf", Lithuanian lúobas "bark, rind of a tree", Russian lub "bast" etc. (de Vaan 2008: p. 337) . In this perspective it is tempting to mention the Roman tradition described by Titus Livius on Liber linteus "Linen book", which should be stored in the temple of Juno Moneta:
Existing etymologies
[4. (Steinbauer 1999: pp. 90, 395 ; about the possibility to identify here the Etruscan plural in -ar-, see Deroy 1975: p. 53 ; but his assumption to reconstruct Etruscan *litara "sign" is not convincing, cf. Lejeune 1993: p. 11). Szemerényi 1977: p. 3; Rosół 2013: p. 188 , with a detailed discussion and sources). Interesting is the New Assyrian homonym līt ̣u / lit ̣t ̣u "sketch, drawing" (CDA 183), which can develop from the material for drawing. Transl. D. Spillan (1853: p. 273 ).
8
Cf. an unambiguous analysis of this term by Vijūnas (2006: pp. 108-114) from the Indo-European perspective.
9
Cf. Ernout & Meillet (1932: pp. 528-529) : "... il n'est pas invraisemblable que littera lui-même soit, directement ou indirectement, d'origine grecque... Un emprunt pour voie étrusque est possible."
